The PROFUND researchers have developed a new index predicting mortality for polypathological patients. They enhanced the traditional approach of simply summing up the number of (weighted) chronic diseases by including information on the patients' age, caregiver situation, hemoglobin level, and the performance in activities of daily living with the Barthel index. A specific population consisting of 1,632 patients with multiple diseases was used to develop the index. With a focus on severely ill patients, the PRO-FUND index is clearly clinical oriented, providing useful information on the individual health status.
However, it is not suited to generate data on mild to moderate burden of multimorbidity from a population perspective. From this perspective, it is important to first establish a common set of diseases that accounts for multimorbidity. This set of chronic conditions has to be selected on the basis of well-defined criteria, such as the duration, the severity, or the curability of a disease. Second, single conditions have to be weighted according to their impact on different outcomes, for example, mortality, physical impairment, quality of life, and health care costs. For the calculation of weights, it is important to use population-based data, which increases the validity of the results. Until now, the majority of weighted indices have been developed on the basis of older hospital patients (1-3) or other specific populations, such as veterans (4, 5) or Medicare enrollees (6), complicating the transferability of weights on other populations.
Instead of focusing on multimorbid people to develop a common standardized index, we are currently working on an approach to derive mean weights for different outcomes on the basis of several different representative populations. We have already identified five population-based studies in Germany using self-reported information on the prevalence of a variety of chronic diseases. Furthermore, in all five studies, a common outcome variable-the self-reported health status-was assessed. We were able to show that 7 of 10 chronic diseases had a similar impact across all five studies, providing valid weights for this outcome, which becomes increasingly important in health research, since it reflects the patient perspective. This method of calculating common weights for chronic diseases in multimorbidity indices can be further used to derive weights for other outcomes, such as mortality.
The final objective is to provide a defined set of chronic conditions, which is always used as a standardized index to assess the burden of multimorbidity in epidemiological studies. The advantage of a common index is that multimorbidity can be compared between different studies, which is often impossible due to the different number and types of diseases. By adding weights to single conditions, an aggregated multimorbidity score can be used as an effective instrument to control the influence of diseases on specific outcomes.
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